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The aim of this study was to investigate the adjustment problems of students from the United States enrolled in 

universities in the East, specifically in Taiwan, their problems related to cultural adaptation, and the process of 

adjustment to student life in Taiwan. Under investigation were cultural adjustment and coping skills as these students 

transitioned from West to East. Qualitative data were collected from interviews with participants and faculty members 

as well as participant observations. Results indicated that U.S. students found their own ways to acclimate to their 

new academic setting as well as to social relations, cross-cultural issues, and the linguistic environment in Taiwan to 

achieve effective adaptation. They made changes in themselves to cope with all situations they encountered. This 

study provides suggestions for international students abroad in Taiwan, for the Taiwanese government, and for 

universities or colleges in terms of what they should offer to current and future international students. 
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Introduction 

Globalization is a popular phenomenon everywhere today. Countries all over the world have expanded from 

the domestic to the international sphere, not only in business but also in education. People have engaged in 

international activities and studies, resulting in cross-cultural living (Ying, 2005). The Taiwanese government 

has taken note of this all-important international shift and has laid out a sweeping path toward its own 

internationalization. President Ma (2011) has declared that to compete with other countries and enhance Taiwan’s 

role on the world stage, internationalized campuses and international education are crucial, because they promote 

national competitiveness and further national development. 

Thus, the Taiwanese government grants substantial amounts of money to support its universities and to 

encourage all of them to offer scholarships for international students living in Taiwan and to facilitate their 

understanding of the host culture and social systems as well. The number of international students in Taiwan has 

increased significantly because of “the higher incentives of many universities in Taiwan to open up their doors 

and lower the thresholds for these incoming international students” (Chang, 2011, p. 6). For example, in the 2022 

academic year, a total of 359 Honduran students enrolled at Taiwanese universities, among whom 104 received 

grants from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Chen, 2023). 
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Universities in the United States have sent countless students abroad. For example, the University of Denver 

set up a scholarship program to encourage 60% of its students to study abroad (Young, 2009), so that as many 

students as possible have the opportunity for a cross-cultural experience. Most Western students who study in 

Taiwan come from the United States and attend various Taiwanese universities. 

In past years when Asian students studied overseas, the United States was first choice of students. Those 

Asian students encountered difficulties in both academic and living situations. For example, in U.S. classrooms 

Asian students felt especially pressured and culturally alien, causing considerable stress, particularly when they 

were assigned oral presentations in class, were required to participate in group activities, or simply wanted to ask 

a question (Huntley, 1993). U.S. culture is mostly individualistic, but Taiwanese culture is more collectivistic 

(Hofstede, 2001). Therefore, when Taiwanese students came to the United States, they experienced difficulties 

making friends with U.S. students on campus because of differences in language, values, beliefs, religion, and 

lifestyles. 

The cross-cultural adjustment process for sojourners, regardless of the purpose of their stay or the status of 

their home country affiliations, is demanding. The most commonly mentioned adjustment problems of student 

sojourners have included experiencing homesickness; adjusting to a new educational system, social customs, and 

norms; and facing language difficulties, financial problems, and—for some students—racial discrimination 

(Church, 1982). Many studies have treated Asian students studying overseas (Mori, 2000) with few studies on 

student sojourners from Western countries. The current study focused on students from the United States studying 

in Taiwan, what difficulties they faced in cultural adjustment and adaption, and how they coped with these 

cultural difficulties in various situations. The research questions as follow: 

1. What difficulties or barriers influence U.S. students’ learning at Taiwanese universities? 

2. How do U.S. students adjust to their intercultural life in Taiwan and cope with their difficulties? 

3. What adjustments do U.S. students make and what coping skills do they use to alleviate problems when 

studying in Taiwan? In what ways do they seek help? 

Literature Review 

Many researchers have studied adjustment among international students, particularly Asian students, 

because in the last decade thousands of them have traveled to the United States to study at universities in the 

United States. Those who study in another country are exposed to specific problems (Church, 1982); moreover, 

an international student’s academic performance can be affected by his or her psychological adjustment, 

sociocultural adjustment, and assimilation into a new cultural environment (Searle & Ward, 1990; Westwood & 

Barker, 1990, as cited in Redmond & Bunyi, 1993). Thus, this study is warranted. The literature review below 

covers cultural adjustment and the related cultural adaptation, coping, and cross-cultural counseling. 

Cultural Adjustment 

Adjustment involves five determinants of culture: geographic surroundings, climate, resources, human 

achievements in the cultural environment, and cultural change (DiCaprio, 1980). Also of importance is the impact 

of human achievements on the cultural environment and the process of understanding and incorporating 

behaviors, values, and beliefs of the host culture from the perspective of the individual’s own culture of origin 

(Constantine, Okazaki, & Utsey, 2004). Cultural adjustment continually interacts with people in the new cultural 

environment, and then people try to adjust and deal with these interactions in own way (Church, 1982). Knowing 
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about social and cultural forces that are ever-present features of adjustment and coping is essential. When people 

experience stress and coping in cultural adjustment, they reveal a psychological adjustment as measured by 

assessing global mood disturbance or by a more specific assessment of depression affected by personality factors, 

life changes, and social support. This may impact their adjustment to a new environment and change their 

thinking, feeling, behavior, and psychology. 

A synthesis interpretation of cultural adjustment indicates two types: psychological adjustment and 

sociocultural adjustment. The former is interwoven with the stress and coping process, the latter predicated on 

cultural learning (Searle & Ward, 1990; Ward & Kennedy, 1993). Among the commonly mentioned problems of 

foreign students, for instance, the most important is language if studying in the host language as well as 

adjustment to a new educational system, food, climate, social customs and norms, not to mention personal 

problems. 

Cross-Cultural Adaptation 

Related to cultural adjustment, the concept of cultural adaptation also has various meanings, involving 

culture as the environment in which people live (Hall, 1973). Every aspect of people’s lives is governed by culture. 

Thus, human beings change when the culture changes; furthermore, people’s existence is dependent on culture, 

including the way they express themselves; the way they reveal their ideas, their thinking, their behaviors; and 

the way they solve problems. Cross-cultural adaptation is an adjustment process in which individuals intend to 

understand and integrate a new culture into their original cultural context (Constantine et al., 2004). When 

individuals face new cultural standards, they understand their own cultural orientations; the larger the scope of 

the openness, the higher the likelihood of their thinking being changed by external information. 

Cross-cultural adaptation includes the social and psychological combination of learners and the target 

language when foreign students in a new environment could be influenced by a range of factors, including their 

emotions, expressions, thinking, behaviors, problem-solving, personal performance, and coping (Yeh, 1999). In 

addition, cross-cultural adaptation refers to the reconsideration of adjustment based on the distinction of two 

fundamental types of adjustment to better match the new culture: behavioral and ideological criteria. During the 

course of cross-cultural adaptation, individuals experience various feelings as well as learning and psychological 

changes (Ward & Kennedy, 1993). 

The stress-adaptation growth dynamics of cross-cultural experiences bring about cultural strangers’ gradual 

transformation toward increased functional fitness in the host milieu (Kim, 1988). Effective intrapersonal (e.g., 

cognitive, affective, and behavioral) and social (e.g., interpersonal and mass) communication activities are 

theorized as being at the heart of successful adaptation along with individual background characteristics and host 

environmental conditions. 

Coping 

Coping and adjustment are psychological responses in the international sojourner to the new host 

environment wherein they struggle to meet the demands of an unfamiliar culture and confront strangers as well 

as new tasks and situations (Kim, 1988; Sykes & Eden, 1987). Coping is defined as “constantly changing 

cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands that are appraised as taxing 

or exceeding the resources of the person” (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 141). 

“Human beings have always had to cope with stress, but it seems that they are now coping with more stress 

than ever” (Calhoun & Acocella, 1990, p. 12). Those who study in different countries must not only adjust to 
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cultural diversity but also know how to cope in a different culture. The concept of coping with problems is related 

to adaptation, and individuals develop various types of coping (Sümer, 2009). An examination of the relationship 

between coping styles and the psychological adjustment and sociocultural adaptation of international students in 

the United States has shown that “the stress and coping model suggests that under these circumstances, 

individuals consider the meaning of their experiences; they evaluate and appraise them as either a source of 

difficulty or as a source of opportunity” (Sümer, 2009, pp. 31-32). Overall, international students studying in 

unfamiliar countries must determine ways of coping. 

The two functions of coping include problem solving, also called “problem-focused coping”, which entails 

changing the environment or situation or oneself (Lazarus, 1981; 1993). The second function of coping is to self-

regulate emotional distress, also called “emotion focused coping”, which means to manage the stress-related 

emotions that may destroy or damage morale or social functioning. 

An exclusive focus on personality types is less realistic than examining coping within the framework of the 

relationship between people and their environment. Some scholars have attempted to put culture back into cross-

cultural transition research by comparing similar sojourning groups in varying cultural contexts (Ward & 

Kennedy, 1993). The findings support the distinction of psychological and sociocultural dimensions of 

adjustment and suggest that the former may be appropriately interpreted within a stress and coping framework. 

The theory of psychological adjustment and coping was based on several studies showing foreign students 

with adjustment problems in different cultures and dealing with issues, such as feelings of homesickness, 

loneliness, depression, or others, for example, language, social customs and norms, and a new educational system 

(Church, 1982). Furthermore, nationality is an important variable in studies of foreign students’ adjustment. 

Scholars examining differences in the adjustment of sojourners from other nations often make reference to 

“cultural distance”, with most investigators arguing that adjustment will be more difficult for visitors or foreign 

students coming from home cultures that significantly differ from the host culture. This clearly connects with the 

current study focusing on U.S. students from a Western culture who come to an Eastern culture. 

Cross-Cultural Counseling 

An important figure in the process of cultural adjustment is the cross-cultural counselor, who must have certain 

qualities, including cultural relativism and empathy, a knowledge of the common adjustment-related experiences 

encountered by sojourners, and a sound knowledge and awareness of one’s own culture (Church, 1982). Most 

importantly, a cross-cultural counselor must be required to undergo his or her own culture shock and subsequent 

self-analysis, and thus be able to transmit to others strategies for adjustment to new cultural environments. 

Cross-cultural counseling for sojourner adjustment is aimed at the reticence of foreign students from many 

cultures to use psychological services, their tendency to experience psychological difficulties in physical terms, 

and their lesser psychological sophistication in relating emotional difficulties to physical complaints (Church, 

1982). These tendencies might reflect in part the fewer psychological resources taken advantage of in their home 

societies but a greater dependence on extended family, peers, and other social networks for emotional support 

and problem solving. Counseling may be useful for international students to gain support and a measure of 

adjustment and may help these sojourners define their own balance of cultural identifications in resolving conflict. 

This counseling approach to cultural adjustment is relevant to this study the focus of which was U.S. student 

sojourners living in Taiwan, a Far Eastern culture that is substantially different from Western cultures and 

whether and how they adjust and cope in a cross-cultural context. 
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Method 

Data for this study were gathered through qualitative research. 

Participants 

Six students from the United States participated in this study. They attended two different universities in 

southern Taiwan. To better certify the author’s research, she set standards for the participants living in Taiwan 

for at least six months without the intention to immigrate. Six months were used as a cut-off criterion to control 

for the “honeymoon phase” or state of initial excitement and euphoria that is common in sojourners (Church, 

1982; Ward & Kennedy, 2001). Participants were limited to students from the United States who had traveled to 

Taiwan for degrees or to learn Chinese at the Chinese Language Center. Exchange students were excluded. Each 

participant studying at the host university was in attendance for at least six months. The participants’ background, 

including name, age, gender, home state, and major in Taiwan and at home, appears in Table 1. Data were 

collected primarily from interviews and participant observations. A consent form was signed by each participant. 
 

Table 1 

Participants 

Name items Marie Nancy Kevin Jackson Bryan Ben 

Age 19 18 25 25 18 17 

Gender Female Female Male Male Male Male 

Home state Tennessee Illinois California California North Carolina Maryland 

Major (in TW) Chinese Chinese 
International- 

Business 

International 

Business 
Chinese Chinese 

Major (in USA) N/A Engineering Marketing 
Business 

Accounting 
N/A High School 

Note. All names are pseudonyms. 

Data Collection 

Primary data sources included interviews with the participants and faculty members as well as participant 

observations. All interviews were tape-recorded. As all the participants were from the United States, the 

interviews were conducted bilingually and translated from Chinese into English by the author. 

Interviews with the participants alone could not produce all the data necessary for this study. Judging 

whether the participants’ responses to the author’s questions corresponded to their answers and actions was also 

crucial. In other words, the author needed to determine whether their answers and actions were consistent with 

each other; therefore, she interviewed faculty members who had taught the participants in their major departments 

and observed each of them, allowing for triangulation of the data collected. Her record of observations consisted 

of an unbiased and accurate description of what the author observed. 

Procedures 

The participants and the faculty in this study were personally contacted during their free time. All are in-

depth interviews with the participants and faculty members varied from 35 to 40 minutes. An informed consent 

form was signed by participants and faculty members, allowing what they said to be made public. All the 

interviews were tape-recorded, transcribed, and critically analyzed with special attention to relationships among 

the issues in order to find the research results. 
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Data Analysis 

Qualitative data analysis is an interactive process in which the researcher works inductively from specific 

and purposeful points in the data (Pitts, 2009). Working on the data collected, the author selected, tagged, and 

grouped units of data together that informed her research purpose and questions (Baptiste, 2001). She used line-

by-line coding of the interview transcripts, analyzing those notes she had highlighted, rereading multiple times 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). She checked for anything that was missed and then interpreted the transcripts for 

findings. After checking the data, the author analyzed them and tried to determine what was meaningful to this 

study. She also looked for any unexpected results and discovered new findings. 

Reliability and Validity 

In qualitative research reliability and validity are the important standards (Cheng, 2002). “Reliability, 

validity and triangulation, if they are relevant research concepts, particularly from a qualitative point of view, 

have to be redefined in order to reflect the multiple ways of establishing truth” (Golafshani, 2003, p. 597). 

Reliability involves obtaining consistent scores. One person who takes the same examination at different times 

or completes two examinations at the same time attains stable scores (Frankel & Wallen, 2003). Therefore, in 

analyzing the data in this study, the author proceeded as correctly and honestly as possible. 

To enhance the reliability and validity in this study, the author sent the transcripts to the participants and 

faculty and asked them to make a careful check, so as to assure the accuracy of interviewees’ answers. 

Triangulation is fundamental in qualitative research. “When triangulation made its way into qualitative 

research, it carried its old meaning—verification of the facts—but picked up another” (Bogdan & Biklen 2007, 

p. 115). Triangulation involves checking data what the researcher hears and sees by comparing one’s sources of 

information (Frankel & Wallen, 2003). Based on the theories of triangulation from experts, triangulation is quite 

an important check in qualitative research, and the author believes that what she has done has accurately certified 

each participant’s assessment in her study. 

Results 

The results showed that all participants indicated they had learned and changed perspectives and viewpoints 

to some degree while studying in Taiwan and experienced cross-cultural interactions with Taiwanese people as 

well as in problem solving. In terms of academic problems, personal adjustment problems, and sociocultural 

problems, the results were expected by the author. Through data collection, transcription, and coding, she 

developed four categories to illustrate her findings: (a) difficulties or problems influencing U.S. students’ learning; 

(b) differences in school life in Taiwan; (c) adjustment; and (d) approach to adjustment and coping. 

Difficulties or Problems Influencing U.S. Students’ Learning 

The participants felt a lack of communication skills in Chinese affected their ability to understand and talk. 

They all mentioned that these problems occurred primarily upon arrival to Taiwan, but most felt better after a few 

months. Thus, students from the United States have the same problems with language difficulties that international 

students in a variety of host countries have (Church, 1982). Therefore, the author believes that language may 

create barriers for almost all international students studying abroad, but this might be for just the first few months. 

During the participants’ stay in Taiwan, they faced the language barrier in part, because Taiwanese people 

generally do not understand English or do not speak it in their daily lives. “One of the most important aspects of 
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our behavior is our ability to communicate with others. Furthermore, words and language play a major role in 

our communication processes. Culture and language share an intimate relationship” (Matsumoto, 1996, pp. 265-

266). For example, Jackson described his life and language experiences in Taiwan. He could not watch Taiwan 

TV shows, could not have deep conversations, and could not join school clubs. He said: 

Most of the things are in Chinese. There is nothing in English. I tried to watch TV because I don’t know Chinese. I 

knew very basic conversations in Chinese. … I have a piano class, [and] I expected to learn stuff; but I went to a class that’s 

all in Chinese. Then the guys are speaking Chinese and writing notes, then playing pianos. 

Jackson could not do the things Taiwanese people do. Language was his biggest problem in Taiwan, so he 

was unable to have deep conversations with other people or join school clubs. Language is a bridge among people; 

without communication, how could these U.S. students enjoy their lives in Taiwan? “Language literally 

represents reality [and] … will reflect people’s experience with their surroundings and the ways in which they 

interact with it. … Language is a window into another person’s life” (Cushner, McClelland, & Safford, 2009, p. 

83). 

In the author’s field observation, she realized that some of the U.S. students are quite good at learning a new 

language, even Chinese, but it was difficult for some to put themselves into a whole new culture and new language, 

especially at the beginning when they had just arrived in Taiwan. 

One participant, Nancy, had some language difficulties with her host family, which also affected her life in 

Taiwan: 

I’ve been at home with my host dad. … It’s just like the first couple months. I was, like, what is he talking about? He’s, 

like, pointing to the things, turning the things to me. … I kind of have to rely on other people [in Taiwan]. … I’m still not 

100% comfortable going out, like, going to sit in the restaurant and reading the menu and taking out the food I want. So it is 

kind of the difficulties … just like language. … I couldn’t talk for a long time just by myself. 

Nancy is an independent person, so when she felt she needed to rely on other people and could not 

communicate by herself, she was uncomfortable. 

The American stress on the individual as a concrete point of reference begins at a very early age. Americans, like 

everyone else, recognize that differences in language must be dealt with in cross-cultural situations. But since most 

Americans speak only one language, they are usually dependent on finding English speakers or translators. (Stewart & 

Bennett, 1991, pp. 45, 133) 

Ben had learned some Chinese before he came to Taiwan. However, once he arrived, he barely recognized 

Chinese characters or understood his teachers’ lectures in class. He said: 

When I was in America, I only studied some introductory Chinese, so when I came here, I couldn’t recognize a lot of 

characters. It was hard to understand. I couldn’t understand anything, couldn’t understand the teacher. But now it is getting 

better. 

Because Ben had a strong motivation to learn new things, he tried to adjust to life in Taiwan. The author 

found that Jackson, Nancy, and Ben were all aware of the language barrier as their main problem living in Taiwan. 

The participants’ statements aligned with Cushner et al. (2009): “Language may be the most significant 

source of cultural learning, because it is through language that most other cultural knowledge is acquired” (p. 83). 

In a study of Taiwanese students attending college in the United States, one interviewee said, “The professors 

used normal speech rate and speed to talk in class. The professors spoke faster; I could not understand the lecture! 
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I didn’t get the points” (Huang, 2009, p. 139). This student’s reaction showed that U.S. students studying in 

Taiwan and Taiwanese students studying in the United States seemed to have the same language problems. 

Differences in School Life 

The participants noted that Taiwanese learning styles are different from their own, stating that the Taiwanese 

educational system overemphasized students’ grades and test scores. Taiwanese students generally do not raise 

their own opinions and thoughts, which is different from the U.S. educational system. Jackson described his 

school life in Taiwan: 

On campus you have to meet more people. Usually their English is not very good. It can be frustrating. … But looking 

back to American classes, students are asked to do more projects with groups and doing homework and exams. 

Jackson also had communication problems with his classmates or group mates. He felt very frustrated and 

had to adjust to two differences. “Sojourner adjustment in this broader sense—encompassing not only the culture 

shock and the emotional well-being of the sojourner, but also the attitudinal, academic/professional, and social 

adjustments and outcomes in the host culture—are reviewed” (Church, 1982, p. 541). 

Bryan told me that he adjusted to Taiwanese teaching styles and the new environment very quickly: 

Learning Chinese in the beginning is pretty easy, like if you practice the characters, maybe like 15 times, then you begin 

to memorize these characters very well. Maybe you can’t even get how to write it, but probably you can just read it. And 

also the grammar is pretty straightforward. 

Bryan’s words showed that finding one’s own way to learn a new language and accepting a new culture are 

the best ways for students from the United States to adjust in a new environment. 

Marie thought the Taiwanese teaching style resembled Western style. One difference is Taiwanese students’ 

participation in class. She said Taiwanese students did not ask questions or answer questions individually, which 

is very different from U.S. students. Marie said she needed to adjust to this difference. 

Ms. Lee, a member of the faculty of the Chinese Language Center at Wenzao Foreign Language College, 

told me, “Most American students are more willing to speak up and really enjoy conversations with people. For 

example, I ask students questions, and American students answer me individually”. 

Based on the participants’ responses to the author’s interview questions, it appears that they all had an 

outstanding ability to adjust to their school life in Taiwan. In addition, in her field observations, she saw the 

participants engaging in school activities. Some of them enjoyed their school activities. They joined in students’ 

clubs or activities. Despite racial differences, the author could see they felt comfortable joining in their school 

life and adjusting to the culture in Taiwan. 

Nevertheless, the author also observed that some of the participants still needed to work harder to adapt in 

a new culture, but the participants all possessed one clear characteristic, that is, knowing how to make the right 

decisions for themselves and trying harder to live in a different culture: 

American society implicitly accepts that children should be encouraged to make decisions for themselves, develop their 

own opinions, solve their own problems, have their own possessions, and, in general, learn to view the world from the point 

of view of the self. (Stewart & Bennett, 1991, p. 133)                                                                                             

Adjustment 

Culture as the set of attitudes, values, beliefs, and behaviors shared by a group of people, but different for each individual, 

[is] communicated from one generation to the next. … Communication is important in our everyday lives, but it is also 
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important for the development, maintenance, and transmission of culture. (Matsumoto, 1996, pp. 17, 265) 

Kevin described his experiences with Taiwanese people: “It’s different about expressing yourself and how 

you deal with the social situation, especially with a foreigner. In Taiwan, it’s normal that people change 

collectively, that is as a community; but in America, people change based on individuals”. 

Kevin realized that Taiwanese people are not good at expressing their feelings but instead hide them unlike 

people in the United States. By the time, he drew this conclusion he had begun the cultural learning process. 

Another participant, Nancy said: 

One of the things I know is the people in Taiwan are less direct about things than they are in the United States. How 

the people act. Like my friend didn’t clean her room, and they don’t really tell her it’s really bothering them. But they talk 

about it to me and say, “Hey, can you tell her that she needs to do this or give her a hand because it’s really bad to us. We 

are afraid to say anything.” Or my host mom writes a note to me and does not say it to my face, which is fine, but it’s just 

different. 

Nancy could not understand why Taiwanese people avoided speaking directly face to face when they wanted 

to communicate; instead they resorted to communicating through other or notes. Nancy wanted direct 

communication with her host family and everyone else. Ben said, “American people are a lot more 

straightforward, very direct. Taiwanese people are not very direct”. Matsumoto (1996) said, “All areas of our 

lives are influenced by the culture in which we live” (p. 157). So, the cultural diverseness is our participants’ 

struggle with situations in their lives in Taiwan. 

Two interviewees could not adjust to Taiwan traffic, which differed from that in their hometowns. Nancy 

said that she has never seen so many motorcycles in her life! She was afraid when she walked on the street. 

Jackson had a similar complaint: “I hate the way people drive here. They are so rude”. Two other participants 

also had difficulty adjusting to Taiwan traffic. Their new environment vastly differed from their hometowns. 

“Now when an individual enters a strange culture, all or most [of the cues with which they are familiar] are 

removed” (Oberg, 1960, p. 177). 

Living in a foreign country causes feelings of loneliness and homesickness. When the participants initially 

arrived, these feelings were not really a concern to them, but after few months, they felt homesickness and stress. 

“The stress produced from cultural adaptation is associated with temporary personality disintegration in the form 

of emotional uncertainty, confusion, and anxiety” (Kim as cited in Jiali, 2005, p. 154). 

For example, Bryan said: “When I first got here I was extremely excited. After a few months I mainly missed 

my dogs. … I also miss wide open spaces, seeing vegetation everywhere that grows naturally. That’s pretty much 

what I miss”. 

Bryan missed his hometown environment and his comfortable bed at home. He struggled with his personal 

emotions. 

Nancy described her homesickness: “I was feeling, like, stressed and sad about missing the holidays in 

December”. 

Ben said, “I think [I was most homesick] around November, because many main holidays start then in 

America”. 

Most of the participants said they felt homesick during U.S. holidays in Taiwan, because they were unable 

to celebrate with their family or friends. The winter holidays were the hardest time for them. The author found 

all participants experienced other emotional times when they missed family, friends, holidays, home, furniture, 
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and their hometown environment, which were entirely consistent with the research that has shown that 

homesickness is one of problems to which international students need to adjust (Church, 1982). 

Approaches to Adjustment, and Coping 

Successful adaptation for international students not only depends on having communication with others, but 

also on learning and using appropriate behaviors (Lewthwaite, 1996). In other words, international students must 

do well in order to adjust and cope, and they must know how to function on their own. In this study, the author 

found three general ways for the student sojourners from the United States to adjust and cope. 

Being independent. The author found that during the experiences mentioned by the students from the 

United States, some of them tried to cope on their own when they faced difficulties. These unfamiliar encounters 

aroused nervousness and confusion, but the U.S. students found a way to adjust. For example, Ben described how 

he coped when he could not locate the bus stop to return home: 

I was kind of nervous, but I got to school and when I came home, I didn’t know the name of the bus stop, so I just 

looked around, but it was ok. I got home. I think in the beginning it was very confusing but I got used to it. And MRT, at 

first I didn’t understand it either, but I went to it by following people a few times, and I realized it’s pretty simple actually. 

When Ben was in an unfamiliar place in the host country and did not know how to get home, he felt confused 

but still coped with the difficulties. He tried to adjust by himself and used his own means to fix the problem. U.S. 

students are expected to learn and think independently (Robinson, 1992). 

Jackson said: 

It was very different for me, moving away to a big city from my small hometown. I am basically on my own completely 

there. So, coming over here then and moving around on my own is not a huge change. Because I already been on my own 

for three years. 

Jackson said that because he had already lived in a place different from his home on his own, he knew how 

to deal with problems. 

As for Bryan, he thought that when people are in a new culture, they need to cope:  

I think the best thing you can do is try to put yourself in another person’s shoes. You need to remember and to tell 

yourself that there are reasons for cultural differences, and there are factors that have put all these pieces in place. 

Bryan’s words illustrate that, in general, U.S. students can be independent in dealing with any adjustment 

and figuring out how to cope with their difficulties. 

Asking for help. In order to adapt and cope very well, people need friends (Derlega & Janda, 1986). 

Sometimes, friends can be the best counselor to aid them with troubles they could not otherwise deal with. In this 

study, the author found that sometimes the students from the United States adjusted to difficulties by asking their 

close friends for help. For example, Nancy, described her thinking: “I think here in Taiwan I go to my friend who 

came from America with me because I had the same problem. And then a Taiwanese friend who is closer to me, 

I can ask that person for help”. 

Students from the United States discovered approaches to let themselves fit into the host country. They 

could choose to seek ways to help with adjustment and coping in Taiwan. The social support is the other approach. 

Social network and support. Some U.S. students used their friends to help search for the answers to 

problems they encountered in Taiwan. They did not really look for help through the school systems but rather 

turned to friends, host families, or their biological families to help them accomplish their goals and cope with the 
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stresses. “Most [people] have a social support network that also includes family members, relatives, neighbors, 

teachers, and clergy to help us deal with the practical and emotional demands [they] face” (Derlega & Janda, 

1986, p. 497). This was true for the participants. For example, one of them said, “I think I have a lot of people I 

can go to for help here. I think Taiwanese students are best at solving problems in Taiwan”. This participant’s 

words confirm that families, partners, and friends are the core foundations of emotional and practical support, 

which help international students’ academic performance and mental health (Baba & Hosoda, 2014; Cemalcilar, 

Falbo, & Stapleton, 2005; Mallinckrodt & Leong, 1992). 

Some studies have shown that effective nonprofessional counselors (naturalistic therapists) are more helpful 

for giving advice than professional therapists (Derlega & Janda, 1986). They can be more concerned and take 

greater care of participants than do professional therapists. For example, Bryan pointed out that the best support 

system was his friends because they knew him very well:  

Of course, my support system is primarily my friends because I am close to them and they know more about life here 

than anyone. They know me, too, they care for me and I care for them, so I think they are my biggest support system. 

Bryan did not say the school support systems were not good for him, but he thought they could help him 

only with school life; for difficulties of adjustment, he found his friends. Some of the participants, however, 

mentioned that the school support systems were useful in different aspects. For example, Nancy said that the 

Language Center helped with courses and living problems or offered Chinese tutors, but it was awkward to go 

there for counseling. 

Jackson pointed out that the school support system was not particularly helpful. When he had any problems, 

he asked an assistant who worked in his department for help: “The office of International Affairs helped us a 

little bit but mostly just with paperwork. But the one lady in my department, she helped me a lot. She just taught 

me everything. She is a super helpful office lady”. 

Discussion and Suggestions 

Research has supported the idea that cultural and social adjustment can affect success in various fields of 

life, including education. The findings of the current study have provided answers to the author’s research on 

students from the United States who study in Taiwan, their encounters and problems relevant to cultural 

adjustment, cultural adaptation, and their ways of coping. The findings also clearly provided significant answers 

related to my initial research questions: 

1. What difficulties or barriers influence U.S. students’ learning in Taiwanese universities? 

2. How do U.S. students adjust their intercultural life in Taiwan and cope with their difficulties? 

3. What adjustments do U.S. students make and what coping skills do they use to alleviate problems when 

studying in Taiwan? In what ways do they seek help? 

The answers to these questions follow. 

Language Barrier 

The language barrier posed a substantial problem, frustrating the participants and leading to a constrained 

life in Taiwan; furthermore, the participants did not have much opportunity or context to talk to local people or 

their classmates, so as to thoroughly understand the communication content. The U.S. students lacked 

socialization with the local public. In addition, important problems appeared to result from language difficulties, 

homesickness, and adjusting to a new educational system and to social customs and norms (Church, 1982). Thus, 
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to help decrease language obstacles and understand a foreign language (Chinese, in this case), the students from 

the United States needed to take more Chinese language courses and actively participate in social activities to 

make friends with Taiwanese. 

Cultural Adjustment 

The greater the perceived cultural difference between the home culture and the host culture, the more 

difficult it becomes to adjust (Furnham & Bochner, 1982). The participants of this study had left their hometowns 

and had to deal with the considerable cultural differences between the United States and Taiwan. Initially, U.S. 

students experienced difficulties adapting to the new environment; however, they took their time to adapt to 

Taiwanese culture and its customs, which presented the greatest differences between the United States and 

Taiwan. Adjustment in terms of learning principles implies procedure for reducing maladjustment; for instance, 

transfer of home culture reinforcers, development of new reinforcers that are compatible with the new culture, 

modeling of successful sojourners, and vicarious reinforcement (Church, 1982, p. 543). To adjust to a new 

cultural environment depends on one’s own cultural adjustment ability, which impacts adjustment to a new 

culture and changes in thoughts, behavior, and psychological feelings. 

Ways to Adjust and Cope 

Successful adaptation of international students to new things not only depends on communicating with 

others, but also on learning and using appropriate behaviors (Lewthwaite, 1996). In this study, the adaptation and 

integration processes of most of the U.S. students were the same as indicated by previous research on international 

students studying abroad. They seemed to experience situations similar to those of other international students. 

However, they had their own way to adjust and cope with their new environment. Perhaps the U.S. students in 

this study suffered from frustration and difficulties, but they sought appropriate ways to deal with these issues 

and cope by themselves. “The reality is that a substantial majority of people will attempt to solve their problems 

on their own—and the efforts of many of them will meet with success” (Derlega & Janda, 1986, p. 478). 

Support Systems 

Support systems for foreign students are crucial. “Most of us have a social support network that also includes 

family members, relatives, neighbors, teachers, and clergy to help us deal with the practical and emotional 

demands we face” (Derlega & Janda, 1986, p. 497). In this study, the U.S. students did not seek help only from 

the school system. They also preferred seeking other resources such as their close friends and tutors. In fact, 

“having friends is important to our psychological well-being. They can help us accomplish our goal and cope 

with the stresses of life, and they can be a vehicle for personal growth” (Derlega & Janda, 1986, p. 497). Based 

on previous research, the author pondered friends as the best counselors to help international students with 

problems or troubles when they could not solve them alone. Overall, the students from the United States found 

approaches to help fit in and chose various ways to ask for help in adjustment and coping. 

Cross-cultural counseling aims at dealing with sojourner adjustment problems (Church, 1982). International 

students from other cultures use psychological services, because of their tendency to experience psychological 

difficulties in physical terms during emotional problems. This theory is related to the participants who may feel 

optimal adjustment in the host culture will be assisted by the adoption of certain host behaviors and norms, thus 

solving their personal and psychological issues. Nevertheless, some of the participants tended to use other 

resources and aids, including tutors, the administrative staff, or friends of the same nationality. International 

students typically seek people they are close to in order to obtain a better approach, which is true for the 



CROSS-CULTURAL ADJUSTMENT AND COPING 

 

38 

participants. Overall, counseling arrangements for adjustment are important for foreign students, and such 

assistance is a helpful support system. 
This study provided some insights and suggestions, which follow. 

For International Students 

International students must make some necessary changes in their daily lives when living abroad, which 

help them decrease miscommunication among people and improve their cross-cultural perspective and 

experience. The author also recommends that before they depart to a new country, such as Taiwan, the 

international students should take an examination for Chinese level placement, so that they can make sure that 

they are qualified to speak and read basic Chinese well. 

The Taiwanese government has offered many types of scholarships, attracting international students to 

Taiwan. However, the author realize that Taiwan is not well-known to international students. Therefore, 

information and resources about Taiwanese scholarships constitute the next concern, which would provide 

guidance to educational institutions around the world. 

For Host University Support Systems 

Support systems for foreign students are essential. Social support contributes to international students’ cross-

cultural adjustment, which plays an arbitrating role between loneliness and adjustment difficulties (Baba & 

Hosoda, 2014). The sources of social support are crucially important to international students in adjustment to a 

university outside their home country (Chavajay, 2013; Chen, Mallinckrodt, & Mobley, 2002). 

Some of the participants in this study mentioned that the school support systems were not particularly helpful. 

The author suggests the institutions provide opportunities to interact with international students and their host 

families. Orientation sessions and appropriate social activities would be helpful. In addition, the international 

student affairs offices should hold orientations to help international students arrange class schedules and offer 

basic programs to help anticipate special areas of need at the individual level. Researchers have suggested that 

intervention programs that support intercultural contact are valuable for international students (Nesdale & Todd, 

2000), making the services noted above particularly crucial. 

In addition, counseling depends on a student’s Chinese language ability, so it is important to provide 

bilingual language assistance and services to help them understand relevant information. Providing 

comprehensive counseling is an important consideration, because it represents responsible service to foreign 

students seeking assistance and problem-solving possibilities. In addition, personnel at the host university should 

care about international students and do more for them, and not simply wait for them to ask for help. For example, 

schools can help those students more by introducing them to other international students or making absolutely 

sure that all international students have the information they need; otherwise, they may be without help in Taiwan 

and become frustrated. 

For Host Families 

According to the participants some host families were kind and hospitable, but some were not. Therefore, 

universities should find quality host families and hold orientations with them or design programs, particularly 

those related to cross-culture agendas, in order to train those who want to join this international venture and do 

well. Establishing good relationships with international students is a serious issue; after all, these host families 

represent Taiwan in the international exchange. 
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Conclusions 

“Adjustment involves coping with such stresses and obstacles as they occur; adjustment is a continuous 

process” (Derlega & Janda, 1986, p. 4). It involves five determinants of culture: geographic surroundings, climate 

and resources, human achievements in the cultural environment and cultural change (DiCaprio, 1980). Culture 

also comprises objective and subjective elements. The objective elements include the language spoken, clothing, 

and cuisine among other factors; the subjective components of culture include attitudes people hold, behavioral 

norms, and manners. These factors are relative to whether all people describe them in a similar manner and 

whether commonly perceived cultural differences are considered (Cushner et al., 2009). The results of this study 

indicated the importance of cross-cultural adjustment for international students. 

The author’s literature review showed that adjustment involves factors students face when they study abroad 

(Church, 1982; Ward & Kennedy, 2001). Thus, she looked at the adjustment processes of U.S. students as they 

met a variety of situations, for instance, the strangeness of Taiwanese banknotes, habits, transportation, and active 

greetings to foreigners. Another factor was loneliness and homesickness as well as personal problems, such as 

psychological issues. Homesickness was a common problem for the all participants, especially when holidays 

were celebrated at home. 

Several studies have shown the difficulties that newcomers often experience like intestinal disturbances, but 

the environment does not change as a result; they must adapt themselves to the environment until the problems 

no longer affect them. In addition, concerning getting along under new living conditions in general, one important 

point worth considering is attitude (Oberg, 1960; Ward & Kennedy, 2001). In this study, the adaptation process 

of all participants was the same as in previous research. In other words, the U.S. students might have suffered 

frustration and difficulty, but they created their own ways to adjust. 

Thus, the students had to adapt to this reality and cope with feeling embarrassed. Moreover, the U.S. students 

may have hoped host families would treat them like an extension of the family rather than as a novelty, babysitter, 

or English tutor. This because “Social learning approaches acknowledge the importance of interpersonal 

relationships but specify that [being] friends with hosts [is] crucial for learning the skills of a new culture” (Searle 

& Ward, 1990, pp. 451-452). 

Greater sociocultural adjustment in sojourners was related to being more extraverted, and “men seemed to 

show more sociocultural adjustment than did women” (Swagler & Jome, 2005, pp. 532-533). People who grow 

up in a cultural circumstance and then must function in a different culture can find their very identity challenged 

(Anderson, 1994); people who have difficulty coping with the psychological and sociocultural tension of the 

cross-cultural situation may also become frustrated (Shaffer & Shoben, 1956). 

Students from the United States have diverse views of friendship; in fact, several in this study particularly 

enjoyed meeting local people (Taiwanese friends or classmates) and made many new friends. These students 

could ask their Taiwanese friends about language problems and obtain help learning Chinese. Other students 

chose not to form close friendships; nevertheless, having good friendships with local students or people is a way 

of acquiring support. 

Certainly, some empirical evidence suggests that individuals differ in their ability to adjust both 

psychologically and socio-culturally in cross-cultural situations (Church, 1982; Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 

2001); moreover, personality may affect the achievement of cross-cultural adjustment and coping. Adjustment 

difficulties for foreign students emanate from individual differences in coping and in stressor reactivity (Church, 
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1982). Why some international students fail to adjust cannot be determined because factors might vary from 

country to country and person to person; therefore, adjusting to cross-cultural living or studying in a foreign 

country may be tied to personality. 

Limitations of the Study 

This study was limited by population size, which was just six people; furthermore, the findings cannot be 

generalized because sources of data collection came from qualitative methods. Readers may not be able to make 

extensive inferences about all students from the United States studying in Taiwan. In addition, the collection of 

data depended more or less on participants who were willing or chose to share their experiences and stories. This 

limitation in the in-depth interviews might have influenced the whole of this study. The current study lacked a 

gender and personality analysis component, so no data were available about how the variables of gender and personality 

may have influenced the cross-cultural adjustment process and means of coping. Despite these restrictions, 

however, the study may provide potential agendas for future researchers to explore problems that international 

students encounter in cross-cultural adjustment, coping, and cultural learning experiences, including gender and 

personality in various universities in Taiwan, which was also the goal of this study. To sum up, the author hopes 

to have shed light on international students’ cross-cultural adjustment and cultural learning experience in 

Taiwanese higher education in order to enhance opportunities for cross-cultural research in the future. 
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